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THE STkG HUNT BY LUC.-vS CRANACH THE ELDER 
AND LUCaS CRANACH THE YOUNGER 


German panel painting, like that elsewhere in Europe, came into 
being in the late fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries, and was the 
logical development of the Gothic manuscript tradition. The communities 
throughout the northerly areas in Germany, even though subject to contact 
through trade and diplomatic channels, remained for close to two hundred 
years in a state of relative cultural isolation. This fact accounts for the 
individuality in styles of those painters in each locality, however much 
they may have become in due course familiar with one another’s work. 

Yet there was between the Hanse ports of North Germany a close 
association with Flanders and England as well as xd.th the valley of the Rhine, 
whereby the influence of the Flemish painters during the fifteenth century, 
especially that gi van Eyck, became a dominant force in these areas. This is 
exemplified in the Cleveland collection of painting in the central panel of 
the Schlaegl Altar. 

The fact remained, however, that the remote areas of south and east 
Germany, Bohemia and Austria, and the valley off the Danube, possessed strong 
regional styles of their own, passed on from generation to generation up to 
the turn of the fifteenth century and even after 1500, when German painting 
reached its climax. The decline of painting the subsequent half century 
until its virtual disappearance was less from la,ek of talent or interest than 
from the unsettles political and economic conditions, resulting on the one hand 
from the continued wars between the successive emperors Frederick, Maximilan, 
and Charles V5 with the German princes and independent cities which followed 
the Reformation of 1517; and on the other the revolt of the peasants in I524. 
Tnese factors resulted in a general neglect and eclipse of economic stability 
in the whole country during the sixteenth century and later. 
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By 1500 painting in Germany was dominated by a half dozen artists 

of importance, chief of whom were Diirer in Nuremberg, Lucas Cranach at the 

court of the Elector of Saxony, and Holbein the Younger in Basel,, The Museum 

collection contains, besides two original drawing^and numerous engravings and 
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woodcuts by Diirer, two pictures in the DUrer tradition; on a Nativity by a 

close follower, the Master of the Ausbacher Ketterbildnes; the second the 
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Ma s s of St . . Gregory by his important contemporary, Hans Baldung Grien* 
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A miniature portrait of Sir Thomas More by Hans Holbein (the Younger) v;as 
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acquired two years ago and recently a large panel. The Stag Hunt by Lucas 
Cranach the Elder, painted in collaboration vdth his son, Lucas, has &een 
added to the Museum's collection. 

Lucas Cranach the Elder (1472-1553) wasthe contemporary of Albrecht 
Diirer, outliving him by nearly a quarter centruy. He came from Cronach in 
Franconia and presumably received his education from the same masters as 
Mathias Gruenewald who worked in Aschaftonberg and in Bamberg, the latter the 
principal town of the province of Cronach. Lucas Cranach came early to the 
attention of Frederick the Wise, the elector of Saxony, to whose court he 
became attached in 1504, and where his name is recorded in the court records 
of Wittenberg. He is known to have owned a house in Gotha in the vicinity of 
Bamberg where his wife was bom. His early woodcuts reveal a knowledge of 
Ddrer, yet his style of draughtsmanship was essentially his own. His feeling 
for figures and stylized naturalism, intrinsically Gothic in derivation was 
charaetaristic of iiis mannered realism. He was a prolific painter and 
designer his life l$ng, doing quantities of portraits, altarpieces, still 
lifes, etc., and designing both book illustrations for the Elector and dies 
for the electoral mint. He designed wall decorations of hunting scenes, game 
and the like for the country palaces at Coberg and Loehav, and was actually 
ta^en into the field by the Elector to sketch his patron and his sons indulging 
in their favorite sports. Before I 50 G he painted altarpieces for the 
Schlossekircke at 'Wittenberg in competition with Diirer, Burgkmair from 
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Nuremberg, and others. He went to the Netherlands in 1509 where he made 
portraits of the Snperor Maximilian and the latter f s son, Charles V. He 
early came to know Martin Luther of whom he made an infinite number of 
portraits; and was close to the cause of the Reformation throughout. The 
Elector Frederick died, in 1525» John his brother and successor in 1532. 
Cranach remained in the service of the latter’s son, the succeeding elector, 
John Frederick the Magnanimous, until 1547 when this last ruler was taken 
prisoner by the Emperor Charles V at the battle of Milhlberg fighting for the 
cause of the Reformation. Later Cranach was to intercede for John Frederick 
when Charles* always interested In painters, raaembered their meeting in 
the Netherlands and summoned Cranach to the imperial, court at Augsburg. 

There Cranach rejoined his patron whence they returned home in 1552. Cranach 
died in Weimar in 1553 . 

THE STAG HUNT which is acquired at this time as an accession to 
the John L. Severance Collection, came originally from the House of Saxony 
in whose possession it has been since the date it was painted. It shows 
the castle of Hartenfels in the distant center landscape with a deep evergreen 
woods to the left and a tree-covered hillside to the right. Through the 
center of the composition flows a stream into which have been driven eight 
stags pursued by dogs. Three more have been or are being slaughtered by a 
variety of hounds brought to bay by hunters on foot armed with pikes. Others 
are mounted and one blows a horn. They are dressed in yellow and black livery, 
the colors of the attendants of John Frederick the Elector; and in the 
foreground groups, they are stationed at hidden points amidst evergreens along 
the hither bank of the stream. The Elector John Frederick, whose portrait 
is well known, is in the lower left foregrougd, waiting to follow his wife 
in shooting at the stags in the stream. With' him is a companion in yellow and 
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black liveiy v/ho prepares a crossbow, as well as a young boy in a costume 
of the same color holding three leashed dogs* Perhaps he is one of John 
Frederick’s sons, John Frederick II of Gotha, or John William of Weimar, 
respectively eleven and ten years of age in 1540* On the youth’s sleeve 
appears the letters V M I A E, first letters of the motto n Verbus Domine 
Manet in A sterna” the motto inherited by the Saxon house from their ancestor 
Henry the Pious. Except by comparison with existing contemporary portraits 
in paintings and on bronze medals it is difficult to determine conclusively 
the personages included in these hunt pictures. It is generally accepted 
that these large panels chronicled certain stated occasions, and that 
Cranach would have gone to some detail for his patron in recording those 
present. Further, these assemblages very likely contained members of both 
branches of the family. After John Frederick’s capture at the battle of 
Mtlhlberg, the electorate p .ssed from the Protestant John Frederick of the 
Ernestine line to Maurice of the Albertine or Catholic line; and as they 
lived near together, it Is not inconceivable they were included on these 
hunting parties, certainly prior to the battle, if not later. Therefore, 
in the important group in the front center and to the right, of John Frederick 
may be Frederick (1504-1539) son of George the Bearded (1471-1539) of the 
Albertine line, who would have been thirty-six years of age in 1540. Since 
the portrait Is in profile, Cranach has prominently displayed his insignia 
of Mars on the scabbard of his sword. At the extreme right John Frederick’s 
wife, the Electress Sibylle, Is with a party of ladies in a special box 
reserved for them where she is in the act of aiming the traditional first shot* 
In the immediate foreground is a small boat precariously balanced in the 
rapids in which are standing a man with his supporting am around a woman, 
another woman is seated in the bow, and a third in the stem steering with 
a paddle. These are surely portraits also. Cranach’s signature of the 
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winged dragon and the date 1540 is beneath. (An inventory number of the House 

of Saxony is at the extreme lower right.) 

Of the two groups to the far loft which are definitely intended as 

portraits, the upper group may contain John Frederick's young brother, John 

Ernst of Coburg aged nineteen in 1540 (1521-1555 ), dressed in the same color 

as that of the costume of the Elector himself* His companion seems likely to 

be the Councillor and Grand Marshall Caspar I. Ritter von Kinckwitz whose 
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portrait was painted by Lucas Cranach the lounger. The portraits in the 
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extreme left of the panel are not at present identifiable* In the middle 

distance, to the left in front of the thick wood is a bear hunt with the bear 

treed, and on a hillside to the right a boar is brought to bay. 

There exists a woodcut variant of a hunt by Lucas Cranach the Elder 
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of a much earlier date, 1506—7 which is determined by the occurence of the 

initials b (LC) and of the electoral shields in their earlier form, and 
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there are two later panel paintings dated 1544 and 1545 in the Prado, 

Madrid, with similar assembling of the hunt, different persons portrayed and with 

a clear landscape sky across the horizon. 

Of the four panels, that of 1529 is considered to have been commissioned 
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of Lucas by John the Steadfast, and painted by him. The painting is smaller 
though the composition is similar save for. the fact that a forest of trees 
separates the city of augsburg in the upper left from a willed town at the 
right horizon line. In the immediate foreground Frederick the Wise and the 
Emperor Maximilian I are both represented with attendants. Under the tree to 
the extreme right John the Steadfast stands with a bow and arrow. Since both 
Frederick the Wise and Maximilian were deceased in 1529, this picture was 
an historical record of the event. By the time the Museum picture was painted 
in 1540 the Elder Lucas's sons John and Lucas the Younger had both been 
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painting with him, John dying in 1536. It is probable, therefore, that both 
Lucas the Elder and the Younger painted on this panel. The portraits and the 
details of the hunt in the foreground are the work of the Elder whereas the 
figures of animals, and the landscape details of the middle distance seam to 
bfc. by another hand, probably Lucas the Younger and assistants. The clearest 
differences occur in the color of the Museum panel with its darker,richer 
more somber greens throughout, in contrast to the Prado mints which are 
much lighter in tone and have the sense of a pervading red throughout. Details 
like the diffuse composition of the 1544-45 panels, the treatment of water 
and foliage give evidence of either more hands or less care and interest in 
the rendering. That they all come from the Cranach family is evidenced by 
the known fact that no identical copies ever came from the studio. 


M.J. Priedi&nder and Jacob Rosenberg say: »'A striking peculiarity for Cranach ? s 


works is the lack of copies, of workahip replicas in the strict sense, and^ 
there is a reason. The mechanical repetition which was customary at the time 
in the Netherlands, because of the lively export of religious panels, seemed 

to be abhored in Wittenberg. If we come across an exact copy of a Cranach \ 
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painting, we can be sure that it was done outside the Cranach workshop.” \ 
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There are, however, multiple variants 5 the designs seem in great .. 
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measure to have been initiated by the Elder, . If some of the figures seem 
mechanical in rendering it can be attributed to the efforts of his; assistants, ; ' 
whose ingenuity was not on a par with the elder painter. The activity of \ \ 

Lucas the Elder continued right up to his death, when he was over eighty years 


of age. Paintings by him in his earliest years have the angularities and 
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ruggedness of his first style which later became more narrative and smoother 
with a sense of playful elegance. The hunting pictures were prised equally 
by artist and patron and have that spirit of amusement and pleasure which 
marked the court of the electors. 


Henry S. Francis 
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